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OPPORTUNITIES FOR WILDLIFE HABITAT MANAGEMENT IN ASPEN 





The 16 National Forests of the 
Intermountain Region were contacted regarding 
their management activities designed to benefit 
wildlife in the aspen community. Fourteen 
Forests reported accomplishment of such 
projects. Most management activity has occurred 
since the mid-1970rs. Prescribed fire and 
clearcutting have been the principal treatments 
utilized. The majority of aspen habitat 
treatments have been designed to improve 
conditions for mule deer, elk, and ruffed grouse 
as principal target species. Additionally, some 
140 species (largely nongame), which are 
dependent upon aspen for breeding, feeding, or 
resting, will ultimately benefit. Future 
management should be based on the comprehensive, 
long-term cooperative efforts of State and 
Federal agencies. 
Aspen (Populus tremuloides) is the most widespread deciduous 
tree in the western United States and is the dominant species on 
approximately 2 million acres in Utah, Nevada, southern Idaho, 
and western Wyoming (Smith and others 1972). In the 
Intermountain Region, it can be found growing up to about 10,500 
ft in elevation and in precipitation zones ranging from 16 inches 
to over 40 inches. Although aspen can tolerate a wide variety of 
soil types, it thrives best in deep, loamy soils (Mueggler 1976). 
The aspen community is well known for its recreational, 
range, watershed, and aesthetic values. It also has tremendous 
value as wildlife habitat, being used by some 140 of the 737 
vertebrate wildlife species present in the Intermountain Region 
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1 for feeding, nesting, or cover during some time of the year. 
Aspen is generally classified as a seral plant species, 
dominating an area until more shade-tolerant conifers invade the 
site (Mueggler 1976; Gruell and Loope 1974). This successional 
process generally takes from 80 to 400 years (Mueggler 1976; 
Bartos 1978). In the drier portions of its range, aspen may be 
replaced successionally by sagebrush-grass communities (DeByle 
1978; Mueggler 1976 ). 
Succession is stopped and aspen retained by catastrophe. 
Under natural regimes, wildfires were the usual catastrophic 
force (Wright and Klemmedson 1965; Gruell and Loope 1974). Aspen 
regenerates by suckers that grow profusely from existing root 
systems after a major disturbance such as fire. Although aspen 
usually produces abundant seed, moisture requirements of 
seedlings are such that they seldom survive in the Intermountain 
Region. 
METHODS 
Each of the 16 National Forests in the Intermountain Region 
were contacted regarding their management program to benefit 
wildlife habitat in the aspen community. Forest personnel were 
asked to provide the following information for any projects that 
occurred between 1970 and 1980: year project occurred; method of 
treatment; acreage; habitat objective(s); principal wildlife 
species benefitted; and whether there was any pre- and post-
project evaluation. Additional opinions were requested about 
future management direction and important research needs. 
CURRENT MANAGEMENT SITUATION 
Fourteen of the 16 National Forests reported habitat 
manipulation in aspen to benefit wildlife during the period 1970-
80 (table 1). There were some 115 individual projects conducted, 
affecting a total of 7,815 acres. Prescribed fire was the 
principal treatment used (5,385 acres); clearcutting was the 
second most common, occurring on 2,430 acres. Clearcut ting was 
accomplished principally by Young Adult Conservation Corps or 
Youth Conservation Corps personnel (975 acres). Fuelwood 
harvest, where an area is designated for use by the public, was 
used on 245 acres. Commercial harvest of aspen occurred on 1,210 
acres and was distributed among three Forests - Uinta, Dixie, and 
Sawtooth. There were no aspen areas treated with herbicides 
during the 1970's. 
1 David S. Winn, personal communication. 
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Table 1.--Acres of habitat manipulation in aspen community, 
Intermountain Region National Forests, 1970-80. 
Clearcut 
Number Prescribed Fuelwood 
Forest projects fire Cutting Harvest Sawlog Total 
Ashley 1 100 100 
Boise 1 265 265 
Bridger-Teton 23 810 302 1,112 
Caribou 17 2,640 240 2,880 
Challis 3 5 83 88 
Dixie 6 250 1,100 1,350 
Fishlake 6 500 500 
Humboldt 
Manti-Lasal 1 10 10 
Payette 
Salmon 1 5 5 
Sawtooth 10 40 40 
Targee 6 64 64 
Toiyabe 6 600 50 650 
Uinta 9 100 76 5 70 251 
Wasatch 25 100 400 500 
Totals (115) 5,385 975 245 1,210 7,815 
Approximately 90 percent of all acreage treated was 
accomplished since 1976. Project size ranged from 1 to 200 
acres, Approximately 89 percent (6,922 acres) of total acres 
(7,815) treated during 1970-80 were on the Caribou, Bridger-
Teton, Dixie, Toiyabe, Wasatch, and Fishlake National Forests. 
HABITAT GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 
It is the goal of the Intermountain Region to maintain aspen 
as a viable vegetative community. Accomplishing this will 
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ultimately benefit all species dependent upon aspen for an 
important part of their habitat requirements. 
All Forests reported specific management objectives for 
project activities, Commonly stated objectives are to: 
- Increase forage quality. quantity, and availability 
- Change distribution of age classes, providing for 
increased number of young stands 
- Increase habitat diversity 
- Maintain current distribution pattern of aspen 
- Increase average aspen stand size 
- Increase stem density stocking from present to some higher 
level within 5 years 
- Decrease the conifer component 
- Decrease stern size (d.b.h.) 
PROJECT EVALUATION 
All projects have had an environmental assessment (EA) 
prepared and approved as required by the National Environmental 
Policy Act. The purpose of the EA is to: (1) describe the 
proposed action and its impact on various resource values; (2) 
display various management alternatives; (3) allow for public 
involvement or comment; and (4) recommend a selected course of 
action. 
In addition, approximately one-half of the projects have had 
either or both pre- or post-project evaluation of some type. 
Evaluation commonly consists of Ranger District personnel using 
temporary or permanent methods for sampling vegetation, soil 
conditions, or animal use, Photo plots, Parker 3-step, 3-way 
exclosures, and Cottam-Davis transects are frequently used. 
Evaluation has also consisted of monitoring by personnel of the 
Intermountain Forest and Range Experiment Station and the Idaho 
Department of Fish and Game. Currently, there are such 
cooperative efforts on the Caribou and Bridger-Teton National 
Forests. 
Occasionally graduate students work on a research project 
associated with treatment in the aspen community. Currently, 
there are two such cooperative efforts. One is with Utah State 
University (Cooperative Wildlife Research Unit), Utah Division of 
72 
Wildlife Resources, and Forest Service (Wasatch National Forest); 
the other is with the University of Idaho, Idaho Department of 
Fish and Game, and Caribou National Forest. 
ASSESSMENT OF PRACTICES 
It appears that all methods currently utilized generally 
provide for a satisfactory level of objective accomplishment. 
Clearcutting consistently provides the greatest success in 
regenerating aspen. Other types of browse as well as herbaceous 
species also increase following this treatment. 
Results from prescribed fire are somewhat mixed (from the 
standpoint of regenerating aspen), but there are far more 
successes than failures. Understory vegetation is always 
stimulated, with increased numbers of such browse species as 
woods rose (Ros a woods ii) , snow berry (~mph or i carpus 
oreophyllus), serviceberry (Amelanchier alnifolia), as well as 
annual forbs. 
Moderate intensity fires result in the greatest initial 
stimulation of aspen suckering (Bartos and Mueggler 1979; Horton 
and Hopkins 1966). Numbers of stems per acre generally reaches a 
peak during the second year following burning. High intensity 
fires rarely produce more than one-half the number of aspen 
sprouts as compared to the moderate intensity fire. However, 
understory forage production is fairly comparable between 
moderate and high intensity burns. 
As a general rule, increased wildlife use is reported on 
treated areas. Examples from Forest personnel include elk, deer, 
blue and ruffed grouse, and bluebirds. There were no 
quantitative data provided to support these observations. 
However, the effect of clearcutting on bird populations is 
reported by DeByle (1981). Songbird populations were censused 
during early summer on 10 acres of aspen forest in the Chicken 
Creek watershed east of Farmington, Utah, for 2 years prior and 
for 2 years after clearcutting more than half the census area. 
He reported the decline or loss of five species (yellow-rumped 
warbler, warbling vireo, hermit thrush, gray-headed junco, house 
wren) and the increase or invasion of three others (bluebird, 
MacGillivray's warbler, and lazuli bunting). 
Several researchers (Bartos and Mueggler 1979; Gruell 1979; 
Houston 1973; Mueggler 1976) report that an aspen burn must be of 
a large enough size to offset the effects of ungulate browsing. 
This is particularly important on winter concentration areas. 
Big-game animals and livestock are attracted to the lush new 
stands of suckers, and if these suckers are repeatedly browsed to 
a level in which more than about 30 percent of the seasonal twig 
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volume is removed, the root reserves will become depleted and the 
stand will decline (Olmsted 1979). 
Roots are sparse in extremely decadent aspen stands, and the 
resultant suckering after fire will be marginal. In these 
situations even light utilization can readily deplete the 
remaining root reserves and kill the clone. If these stands are 
to be rejuvenated, complete protection from browsing after 
burning may be necessary. 
FUTURE MANAGEMENT DIRECTION 
The Forest Service is in the process of developing land 
management plans for all administrative units on or before 1983. 
These Forest plans will provide broad management direction. It 
is important that cooperators (such as State wildlife agencies 
and the Bureau of Land Management) as well as the public, provide 
input regarding the importance of perpetuating aspen. 
There is general recognition of the importance of the aspen 
community for a variety of values, including wildlife habitat. 
There is an increasing level of awareness among managers that the 
aspen resource throughout the Intermountain Region is not in a 
healthy state: there are more aspen stands passing out of the 
successional scene than there are young stands entering. 
In order to achieve our management goal of maintaining aspen 
as a viable vegetative community, we will have to accelerate 
management activities in this type. To accomplish a quality, 
cost-effective job in the future we will need to: 
- Gather better inventory data on stands 
- Determine those stands that offer the highest probability 
for successful treatment 
- Prioritize various projects 
- Refine specific management objectives 
- Encourage and utilize fuelwood (personal use) and 
commercial harvest as a management strategy 
- Continue cooperative research efforts and monitoring of 
selected longterm administrative studies 
- Develop and ·implement comprehensive, long-term, 
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